THE  MATERIALIST  CONCEPTION   OF  HISTORY
until after a gradual growth through centuries it may
cause catastrophes and lead to revolutions. This has
been set forth with particular lucidity by Elisee Reclus ;x
it was, however, no new idea and Marx himself must
have known that what we call a revolution is but a period,
usually short, of accelerated evolution.
The ruin of the Renaissance in Italy, the Reforma-
tion and the religious wars which attended it, and the
revolutionary movement in western Europe which lasted
from the end of the sixteenth to the middle of the seven-
teenth century, were all revolutions and catastrophes in
no way inferior to the French Revolution. If we form
our estimate upon the number of victims and the economic
ruin which they caused, they were probably much vaster.
But they are long past, faded from the memory of the
present generations, waves lost in the sea of time. It
is an effect of historical perspective which makes them
appear smaller to us.
Now, all these movements, including the French
Revolution, are connected and are at bottom only one
and the same movement, and none of the later revolu-
tions can be really understood unless those preceding
them are also known and understood. Even apart from
this consideration, a movement like the French Revolu-
tion is itself infinitely complex, consisting of millions
of single events, actions and speeches, of countless minor
movements and counter-movements of many kinds, yet
all intertwined and entangled to such a degree that
endless research and an infinite study of details is required
to understand its course to some extent. Numerous
volumes on various subjects and a good deal of biography
1 filisee Reclus, D Evolution, la revolution et Vidfal anarchiqite (Paris,
1898).
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